University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

5-26-2000

Brutal Killing Threatened to Derail Peace Talks in
Colombia
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Brutal Killing Threatened to Derail Peace Talks in Colombia." (2000). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/12783

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 53871
ISSN: 1060-4189

Brutal Killing Threatened to Derail Peace Talks in Colombia
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Colombia
Published: 2000-05-26
The shaky peace process in Colombia almost fell apart in mid-May following a particularly heinous
killing, which the government at first attributed to the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de
Colombia (FARC). Later acknowledging that the guerrillas were not responsible, the administration
of President Andres Pastrana cautiously resumed talks.
In the early-morning hours of May 15, three uniformed men broke into the farmhouse of Elvia
Cortes de Pachon, near Chiquinquira, 80 km north of Santa Fe de Bogota. They placed a tube
containing explosives around her neck and said that if her family did not pay US$7,000 within hours,
they would set off the bomb by remote control.
Alerted by neighbors, police and military bomb experts arrived and tried to remove or defuse the
device. After nine hours of efforts to defuse the bomb, Cortes and police bomb- disposal expert
Jairo Lopez died and three soldiers were maimed when the "necklace bomb" exploded. The military
and police immediately blamed the FARC for the gruesome crime, which brought national outrage
against the rebels.
In response to the outcry, Pastrana called off a May 29-30 international conference in the
demilitarized area controlled by the FARC to discuss illicit crops and the environment. Delegates
from 21 countries, including the US, Britain, and France, had been invited along with UN SecretaryGeneral Kofi Annan's special adviser on Colombia, Jan Egeland. "We're horrified, we're indignant,
but most of all we're determined to end this barbarity," the president said.
Armed forces commander Gen. Fernando Tapias said authorities had extortion letters to Cortes
from the FARC, proving that the guerrillas were behind the bombing. "They will not acknowledge
now or ever that they are behind this," Tapias said. National Police Commander Gen. Rosso Jose
Serrano said the investigations pointed to the FARC as the perpetrators of the crime. "They are the
only ones capable of carrying out such an atrocity," he said.
Reflecting the national indignation, Hector Gutierrez Pabon, bishop of Chiquinquira and part of the
government's peace-negotiating team, said Pastrana should break off talks with the FARC. "If it is
proven that the guerrillas did this, we must leave the negotiating table," Gutierrez said, "because
they are fooling us. They are making the country lose credibility."
FARC commander Ivan Rios denied the FARC was responsible for the killing. He called Pastrana's
decision a "bad sign," but said the rebels would not walk away from the peace table. "We had
absolutely nothing to do with the attack in Boyaca," said Rios. "We do not even have any units in
that area."
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People close to the woman's family said they had not received prior threats from the guerrillas, and
civil authorities in Chiquinquira said the FARC did not operate in the area. Peace commissioner
Camilo Gomez said on May 21 that it was "increasingly clear" that the FARC was not responsible
for the necklace-bomb killing. Government peace negotiator Fabio Valencia said the suspended
international conference would probably be allowed to take place. "When you're in conversations,
in principle you have to believe the other side," Valencia said.
Meanwhile, the government peace commissioner said he would propose a cessation of hostilities
to the FARC. "I am going to propose a general cessation of hostilities that will include ending
kidnapping, extorsion, and attacks against the civilian population," said Gomez. The FARC had
earlier expressed willingness to negotiate "a bilateral cease-fire" that would end Army attacks as
well as attacks by the rebels. But the government objected. "The Army does not kidnap, it does not
extort nor attack the economic infrastructure of the country," said Gomez.
Raul Reyes said that the two sides will "set a date to begin the debate regarding how each
side interprets what is involved in a cessation of hostilities and continue making all necessary
preparations for the international meeting."

Opposition to second demilitarized zone continues
On May 21, the Colombian government and the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) took another
small step toward a peace dialogue despite ongoing protest roadblocks in the region chosen as a
demilitarized zone.
Government representatives and three ELN leaders firmed up rules for the "distension zone," the
site for future peace talks. In the meeting in Serrania de San Lucas, in northern Colombia, the two
sides agreed to study mechanisms by which citizens could participate in the dialogue. They also
agreed to hold a parallel "national convention" and examine ways that the international community
could support the process.
Peace commissioner Gomez said he was satisfied with the commitments reached with the ELN.
"We are taking steps along the right path," he said. But in early May, residents, civic leaders, and
16 mayors of various localities in the departments of Bolivar and Cesar, along the northern coast of
Colombia, sent Pastrana a letter expressing their opposition to a neutral zone for the ELN.
On May 16, local leaders refused to end the roadblock by thousands of protesters opposing the
projected withdrawal of the Army from the area. The protesters mainly small farmers- -say
removing the Army would give the ELN a territory from which it was expelled by paramilitary
groups over two years ago. They argue that the government will be incapable of preventing abuses
by the ELN.
But Pastrana assured the leaders of the protest that the agreement with the ELN guaranteed
"absolute respect for the civilian population." The zone from which the military is to be removed,
located along the Magdalena River where five departments come together, is rich in mining
resources and the center of a turf war between the ELN and the right-wing paramilitary
Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC).
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Colombians not confident about future of talks
Most Colombians are pessimistic about peace talks with guerrillas and sharply disapprove of the
way Pastrana is managing the country, a poll published May 7 indicated.
In the May 4-5 telephone survey conducted by the National Consultancy Center, 71% of
respondents said they disapproved of the way Pastrana has handled talks with the FARC and
70% disagreed with his dealings with the ELN. Beyond the handling of the peace talks, 67% of
respondents disapproved of the president's overall leadership.
Colombians were divided about Pastrana's handling of corruption issues, with 49% of respondents
saying they approved of his leadership in that area, while 47% disapproved. But 92% of those who
said they would vote in a referendum to close Congress said they would vote yes.
Pastrana's flagging support rose briefly in April after he announced plans to hold a referendum
to close the scandal- ridden Congress and hold new legislative elections. After rising to 40% just
after the announcement, it fell again to 29%. [Sources: The New York Times, 05/13/00; Inter Press
Service, 05/16/00; The Miami Herald, 05/17/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 05/18/00; Associated
Press, 05/16/00, 05/17/00, 05/19/00; Spanish news service EFE, 05/06/00, 05/11/00, 05/16/00, 05/17/00,
05/21/00; Reuters, 05/07/00, 05/16/00, 05/21/00; Notimex, 05/22/00]
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